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Johnna Ossie
Janet O’Day Transcription
Johnna: That's great. So today is November 17th 2017, we're in the Glickman Library in
Portland, my name is Johnna Ossie, J-o-h-n-n-a O-s-s-i-e and I am here withJanet: Janet O'day, J-a-n-e-t O-'-D-a-y
Johnna: Great, and I'll actually just turn this towards you and you won't, you don't even have to
lean into it or anything it will just pick up any sounds. And before we start, I just want to remind
you that if I ask you any question that you don't want to answer, you can just say, "I don't want to
answer that," and we'll move on, and you can stop the interview at any time.
Janet: Ok.
Johnna: Ok. So, how old are you?
Janet: 71
Johnna: Great, and where were you born?
Janet: In Quincy, Massachusetts
Johnna: Great, and can you talk a little bit about your family, do you have any siblings?
Janet: Yes, I have one older sister who is 3 years older than I am. Um, we were very competitive
growing up, she and I. Although, I stopped really competing, she was competing against me but I
gave up. Um, we come from a very large, second generation, Italian family. Um, my father was
one of 15 children, my mother was one of 6. So there are 42 first cousins and family was very
important growing up and still is today. Um, but they all live in the greater Boston area, most of
them, a few are outliers. My sister moved far away. I moved far away. So, um, my family was a
good Catholic family. I went to 12 years of parochial school including high school. Um, but it
was, and it was a co-ed high school so that was a little less restrictive. Um, and my sister even
went to a catholic college, I did not. And the nuns told me I would lose my faith if I went to
UMass, where I went, but I did. Um, and I didn't lose my faith. Um, my family is important and,
um, it was hard for me to break out of the pattern of, you know, the normal grandchild or the
normal child so...They, that was a big influence on me. Um, and when I was first married, um, to
a man, I lived close to my family and was part of the family, and we didn't have a child for
almost ten years and people looked askance at us because we chose, we were choosing, not to
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have a child and then I finally had a child, and it was like this whole new welcoming of me into
the family. Um, and then, and then I, then I came out, when my son was six, so.
Johnna: So, tell me a little bit about that, about coming out when you already were married and
had a child.
Janet: Well, I told my parents that I was leaving, and they, my father only had two daughters, and
always wanted a son, and my husband was the son he never had, um, so that, that was really
hard. My father was watching, I remember this, was watching the baseball game and I said, "Dad
I have something important to tell you," and he said, "Yeah," without looking away from the TV,
and I said, "Shut the damn T.V. off, I have something important to tell you!" And he said, "Oh,
ok," and went right back to the game, like I'm not sure he even heard me. Um, my mother had a
much harder time, and they kept, my mother worried about, "Well, what about my grandchild?
I'll never see my grandchild if Bob has him," and was, and that isn't what happened. My ex
husband used my mother to babysit, my, he didn't give up all that. So, it was fine. Um, I did
have, I have several cousins, when you have 42 first cousins you know there's gotta be a few gay
ones, and, um, I have one female cousin who, um, is, is a lesbian and we were kind of close, she
and her brother, my, her brother and I were very close, we were in the same grade at school and
went to the same high school and everything. Um, and I have two cousins who live out in the
south west, one in Las Vegas and one in California, and they're gay. That's all I know of, but who
knows. Um, so, I, I know I spent some time with my cousin when I first came out and brought
my, and the reason I came out I think was, I was very unhappy in my marriage and for no reason,
apparent to anyone. We looked like the happiest married couple in the world, but there was just
something missing. And, um, my secretary at the time was gay man, and he used to take me out
to gay bars, of course they were all men, there were no women, and I thought, "Well, I'm not a
fag hag, but this is different, and I'm enjoying this," and, I, I went to work at a new job in Boston
and met this woman, who, one of the social workers that I worked with, and um, there was just
like this instant attraction to her, but I didn't understand it, I didn't know what it was, so, you
know, I went to work there and about 6 months into our working together she- and we were good
friends, we would play bridge everyday at lunch, we did all kinds of things- Um, she told me she
was a lesbian. I said, "Oh, really?" I mean I didn't even suspect or even think about it because I
was "straight" then, I didn't think about those things, and then it started to really, um, stir up
feelings in me. Um, I was in therapy at the time, because I was always in therapy because I was
so unhappy. Um, and I started telling my therapist who was an Irish catholic man, that, who also
knew my husband form a group we were in, so, his whole motivation was to keep us together.
So, when I told him that I thought I might be a lesbian he said, "You are not." Really good
therapy reaction, right?
Johnna: Oh my gosh.
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Janet: And I thought, Uh, I need a new therapist. And Rosemary helped me find a new therapist.
Um, which was good. Um, who was a straight woman who, who was a good therapist and helped
me.
Johnna: Yeah
Janet: Through the whole process. Um, and I still wasn't calling myself a lesbian, I was just in
love with Rosemary, so, um, and I remember one day I was driving up Longwood Avenue,
watching all the residents and interns walking around all the docks and finding myself watching
all the women and saying, "Oh! I think..." and I called Rosemary and said, "Well I decided I
must be a lesbian ‘cause I'm more attracted to women," and that's kind of a funny story. So then I
was a lesbian. I declared myself that. What was difficult was, my poor soon, who was, I left
because my husband was a teacher um, and I was a nurse and my hours were crazy and his hours
were more in keeping with Colin's hours, with my son, so Colin stayed with him and I spent the
whole first six months living at friends houses, you know, with all my clothes in my car, until I
figured out what I was gonna do. Um, but I can't, I can't believe it, I was 40 years old doing this
crazy stuff. Um, and I finally found an apartment and moved in. Um, but my son, we had gone to
a mediator so we could make the split good for our son, and promised we would never say bad
things about each other. Because, it was Colin's mother and it was Colin's father. Well, we didn't
do that very well. Bob told Colin a whole story about me, how I had cheated on him once, which
I had done cause I wasn't really happy and just told him all the terrible things about me and I, it
was really hard for Colin, and I think he got angry at this father for it, not at me, which was nice,
because Colin had to take care of his father, he he didn't, he didn't have to take care of me. And
that was unfortunate. And Colin kept saying, "I wanna move with you, I wanna move with you,
to Maine." Because Rosemary by then was already living here in Maine and I was still in Boston,
and I said, "But I don't live in Maine, I live here." And I said, and we talked about it alot, and I
told him that once he was going into high school, if he wanted to live in Maine that that would be
ok. And so, when he was like in the 7th grade and he said, “You know, I really want to come to
Maine,” we had him take an exam at Cheverus. And he scored the highest so he got a
scholarship, um, so he went, he ended up going to Cheverus and that was when I moved up here.
I moved up here and I still worked in Boston, which was crazy.
Johnna: Yeah
Janet: Because then poor Collin was left with Rosemary, who didn't know shit about kids. She
thought she was so understanding but she wasn't. Um, and so it wasn't, I wasn't fair to either
Colin or Rosemary, leaving them alone together a lot, and it was ultimately their being alone
together that, after two years Colin moved back with his father because he couldn't stand being
with Rosemary. I understand that now, that was my fault. My error. We didn't do that very well.
Um, and then Colin went back to live with his father, and I don't know how he ever graduated
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from high school. This very smart young man, didn't care about school and he was at a high
school where his father taught, and I knew all the teachers Colin had, and they were all jerks, and
I didn't want him there, but I didn't say anything.
Johnna: Right
Janet: And so Collin did finally graduate, not with a very good average but, and his step mother,
oh, by then my ex was married to one his former students. Um, and, his wife wanted no part of
Colin, so Colin had to leave, um, the house as soon as he graduated from high school, and, I kept
saying you can come and live with us but he didn't want live in Maine again, he wanted to be in
Boston, so he got an apartment, he lived in a friends house, he did all kinds of crazy things just
like me. Oh, another thing that happened was, my, my ex's new wife had two children. One was
Colin's age and one was two years younger, the one his age was a girl, and they were left home
alone together a lot, and they were left home alone together alot when they were like 11 and 12,
well what do you think happened? They had a sexual kind of encounter and Kristen went and
told her mother about it, and her mother thought Colin was a horrible person. "He needs therapy,
he's sick, look at this mother's doing this awful stuff and now he is."
Johnna: She thought because you were a lesbian that...
Janet: Colin was deviant. I mean no blame on her daughter. "He needs to be in therapy!" So Bob
and I decided he could go to therapy, cause I wanted Colin to know that he wasn't a bad person
for doing this. That he shouldn't have been left alone with her to begin with, and the ironic thing
was that the therapist Bob chose who lived in their town was one of my former sorority sisters
from college so it worked out well for me.
Johnna: Wow.
Janet: She was very good, and she helped Colin and he never felt guilty about that so, that was a
good thing. But that was why Susan didn't want Colin in the house anymore. And so, as soon as
graduated from high school he was out of the house.
Johnna: Yeah. What year was it that you came out?
Janet: I think it was...Colin was 5...84? Yeah, 1984.
Johnna: So when you told your mom, was her only reaction that she was upset that she wouldn't
get to see Colin?
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Janet: That was the biggest reaction but then she kept saying, oh, I know what she said, "You've
always been a follower, you never, you know you never thought for yourself, you always went
along with other people and this person has a hold on you," meaning Rosemary, whom she
called, “that fat ugly woman.” Um, and I, I thought to myself, "My mother doesn't know me at
all." Because, I was a leader, everybody followed me in high school, in college, and it was just
the strangest thing to...and I remember talking to a couple of my high school friends saying,
"When I was in high school was I a follower?" "Are you kidding?" You know, I got the
reinforcement I needed. So I think she just, I don't know what she thought, but God bless my
mother, she's now 99, soon to be 100. She, I think what's kept her alive and well and healthy in
her head and in her body is her willingness to grow and learn. So, she was going on all her
experiences as a student nurse at Boston City Hospital, um, where there were lots of lesbians
around. All the head nurses were lesbians and they were always preying on the students and my
mother had been preyed upon once, so she had a very negative perspective of lesbians and I think
she forced herself to grow and, um, and, me with a lot of help with my therapist. You know, once
I had moved it, I bought a house after I have lived in the apartment in Quincy, because I was still
working in Boston and I needed a place to be, and Bob and I had sold our other house so I had
some money, and I put into a new house, and um, I remember she came for some reason, to visit,
and um, I said, she wanted to know what I wanted for my birthday which is in October and I
said, "I would like for you and Dad to come here for dinner. Rosemary and Colin are going to
make the dinner, and I would love you to-" "Oh, I don't know if I can." I said, "Well you asked
me what I want and that's what I want." So they did, and by the end of the meal she said, "What
are we going to do for thanksgiving?" Because Rosemary's a fabulous cook. And, and we ended
up going up to Maine for Thanksgiving and my parents stayed overnight. It was, it sort of like,
broke the, that broke the ice, but it was a lot of work on my part to um, and she's, she now calls
Rosemary her daughter, she's gotten, she really came a long way. Amazing. I remember one year
on Mother's Day, Rosemary and I took, and my, Colin and my father took my mother out for
dinner and that night we were, we were members of Dignity...do you know what that is?
Johnna: I did look it up
Janet: Yeah, well, I was on the board of directors for the national organization, so was Rosemary,
I mean we were very active in Dignity and it was really a God send when I was first coming out
to help me reconcile my spirituality with my person, um, and I was doing the homily that night at
Dignity, and I was wreck, but I, I really wanted to talk about, it ended up being very healing for
me. I talked about being a mother and having a mother and um, I had invited my mother to come
I said, “You know, I think it would really be good,” and Rosemary was encouraging and my
father even said, "I think you should go and hear what your daughter has to say," so my mother
came, and she met a lot of my friends, my lesbian friends, at Dignity, and there were quite a few,
and they were wonderful women, and she was very, very taken with everything. She liked the
homily and then we had fellowship afterwards and she was, I think that really helped her alot.
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Um, so, that was a good thing. When, a few years later when I decided it was time to move to
Maine...we went through this time of, I was going up to maine every weekend. First I'd have to
drive from Boston to Hingham, which was south, then back to Boston up to Maine, it would take
me like ten hours to get to Maine every weekend, and Rosemary finally said, "When are you
going to move here?" You know, when, and I kept saying but my job, I'd been given this
opportunity to do a wonderful thing at the Deaconess hospital, and it was a program that was up
and running and it wasn't finished yet, um, so I, we went through this time where Rosemary said,
“I can't do this anymore.” So we split up and ended our contact, which didn't last very long, two
months I think. And one of our friends father's died and she came down for the wake and she
was at the wake and I invited her back to my house and told her, "I'm ready. I'm ready, I have a
plan." So I told her that at the end of the year I would, at the end of the next winter, in the spring,
I would be willing to move to maine because I would be finished doing what I had set out to do.
Um, and that Colin would be entering high school and it would be a perfect time for him to
move, so we had a plan and that's what we did. The wedding, the first wedding we had was in
95, 96, it wasn't legal but it was spiritual, you know, it was a mass, said by a priest at Dignity.
And my mother was invited cause my father had just died. He died about a month before that.
And my mother was in a fog but she came to that, and Rosemary's dad was there. Her mother
died a long time ago. Um, and, that was, that was what we really called our wedding. For all the
other things we did after that, that was our wedding. Um, and it was beautiful. It was really nice.
Um, after that we got unionized in Vermont, we registered as domestic partners in Maine, and
then as soon as the law was passed we got married legally. My mother said to me, "How many
times are you gonna do this?" I said "Till you people get it right!"
Johnna: Yeah, that's...so four weddings basically.
Janet: Yeah, yeah the first one was big, the second one was nothing, just she and I went and did
it in Vermont, and then the civil union was just signing papers, and then the wedding that was,
the legal wedding was held at our church. Rosemary is an ordained priest and we have a church,
that's what we did, and um we got married there. So, we had a smaller celebration.
Johnna: Yeah. So can you talk a little bit about Dignity? Just what it is, how you first got
involved, why you wanted to?
Janet: Dignity is an organization of GLBT Catholics. Um, and it, it started in the 50s in
California, where gay men especially were feeling sort of like excluded in church, so they started
to have separate masses at different parishes and a particular priest, probably, usually a gay priest
would minister to them. Well, um, what was the year that it had, and it was a very big
organization. It grew nationally, there was one in almost every state, sometimes two or three in a
state. Um, and then when [Name] who was the last pope, was the head of the doctrine of faith, he
wrote, its called the harrowing letter,and I wish I could remember the year, he wrote a letter to
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the United States,to the bishops, declaring that being gay was intrinsically evil and disorder and
that they were to no longer minister to us, so, um, the head of Dignity at that time was this
wonderful man who went to Rome, and did just like Martin Luther King, posted a list of, um,
wrongs on the doors of the vatican. Course, nobody knows about that except people that belong
to dignity but that's ok. Um, and Dignity continued, um, a lot, it was banned from churches, so it
was no longer at Catholic churches, but there were a lot of other churches that took us on. In
Portland, we met at St. Luke's Cathedral. In Boston we met at an episcopal church on the hill in
Boston. Um, and there were priests that were either on, studying like at school and they would
minister or they were- one of the priests, the priest who married us at Dignity Boston was on
leave because he was trying to minister much like the French had done, as a lay person through
his lay work, so he worked for Liberty Mutual as an insurance person and was ministering to
people that way. Well, he kind of decided that he didn't want to be a priest anymore and he fell in
love with this man. And, um, but he was still a priest, he hadn't been defrocked so, um, he was
one of the ministers, we had about 5 priests in Boston Dignity, and when we went up to Portland
when I moved up to Portland, um, the executive director of Dignity asked me and Rosemary to
start a Dignity chapter, restart it, because there had been one and it fell apart in Portland, so we
did. Um, and we found there were priests, because we had the history of Dignity Portland before,
so we knew which priests were favorable toward us, so we reached out to all of them, um, and
they were willing to come and say mass for us and they did. Unfortunately, we started to publish,
um, a newsletter that got into the wrong hands and it got to the bishop, who forbade them all to
minister to us.
Johnna: Wow, what year was this?
Janet: Probably 1970, 72, yeah, we went to see the bishop, Rosemary and I, and the, one of the
members of Dignity. And it was Bishop Joseph then, who was a wonderful, sweet man, who was
in an abbey, a benedictine in a monastery for along time and they pulled him out to become
bishop of Portland he never, he had no political savvy or anything, he should have stayed in the
monastery, but he was sweet man. Well, no match for my Rosemary, who said, um, you know
why, why- he said, "Well you're all welcome to come to regular to mass" No, we're not. And we
talked about it and one of the members that had come with us had been attacked as a young man
by priests, and would never set foot in a Catholic Church again because of that, and would only
go through Dignity. Um, and we tried, and he said, "Oh, but that doesn't happen anymore." So
we started, every article there was in the newspaper we sent in to Joseph and we'd meet with him
probably twice a year, and Rosemary said, you know I feel like that woman in the bible that's
always banging on the, the Levite's shoulder, pay attention to us! And she said, we're a hole in
your shoulder because we're gonna keep being that way, well he never, he never changed and
then we got a new bishop and, but, we, and we still had priests that came and ministered to us but
they started to get into real trouble so they couldn't anymore, and we had one friend who had
been a catholic priest who was now an episcopal priest and we said, what are we gonna do now,
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and he said to Rosemary, "You're gonna say mass, you're gonna do it" Um, and she said, “I don't
even know my way around this book!” You know how they're always flipping the pages and
stuff, well he taught her how to do it, and she started saying mass at Dignity, and nobody thought
anything less of it, cause Rosemary always gave wonderful homilies and, um, we continued and
then, she got the calling to become a priest, and, so she was gonna pursue it and she went to
Bangor Theological Seminary and she told everyone at Dignity, “I can't do this anymore, I'm
gonna be going to school and working full time so is anybody willing to take it over?” Nobody
was. It just, that was the end of Dignity Maine. Which was really sad, and then Rosemary went
off. We still maintain membership in Dignity and one of our priests in our new church, we're in
the Old Catholic Church of the United States, Tocussa it's called in the province of the United
States, and we have parishes all across the country. Some priests that are in California or the
midwest still come out of Rosemary instead of the other bishops because they grandfathered
themselves in under Rosemary, well there's one priest in Chicago who is one of the priest's,
Dignity Chicago, and the guys all tell us, you know, when we pray for our Bishop during mass,
we pray for Bishop Rosemary, cause that's Mary's bishop. So we do have contact, and Rosemary
did a seminar at one of the Dignity assemblies a few years ago, so, we still maintain contact and
my best friends from when I first came out are all members of Dignity so, um, we still see them,
and they, when they have parties and weddings and stuff we're always invited so, we're still a
part of it. I think we both outgrew Dignity. Dignity was important to me as I was coming out,
um, but the problem with DIgnity is they call themselves Roman Catholic and they're not, they're
ostracized, excommunicated by the the church, they're not. And, the Roman Catholic church will
never accept gays and lesbians and I've come to grips with that. And so, the reason we became
Old Catholics is because the Old Catholic Church split from the Roman Church in 1850's at the
first vatican council when the pope declared himself infallible, that was the biggest thing, he was
always trying to do that, there's a long history, but at this particular vatican council he was
successful because a lot of the bishops had to leave the council because they were wars going on
all over Europe so they had to go home and that's how he became infallible, and they said to him,
we don't- they write him letters, we don't accept that, he said, "That's fine, you be Catholic over
there, and we'll be catholic over here" so, in 17, 1890 something, they, they declared themselves
totally separate, the Old Catholic Church from the Roman Church. In, and the reason they call
themselves old catholics is because they stayed in the model of what the catholic church grew up
as from the
that there was one church with a bishop and you know, they made all their rules, the people in
the bishop made their rules and they accept gay people they accept same sex marriages, priests
can be married, women can be priests, you know, like, the way it should be. So, that's why we're
there.
Johnna: Yeah, so, as someone who grew up Catholic, does it ever feel hard for you to accept that
certain members of the Catholic religion won't accept gays and lesbians? Is that sort of hard to-
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Rosemary: Yes. Yes, and, and when you really talk to them, people I care about, you know, I
have a couple of aunts and uncles left from my father's 15 brothers and sisters, almost all of them
are dead but, his youngest sister um, you know, with the scandal of all the, sexual scandal with
priests, has said that she really understands what we're doing, you know, but she could never do
it herself um and that she accepts gay people, the church doesn't. But she also accepts abortion
and birth control and the church doesn't and so, I think, anybody who really tried to stick with
the real tenets of the church...and they're all man made rules they're not God made rules
Johnna: Right
Janet: You know, so, I mean God made us, so how can we be wrong? How can there be anything
wrong with us?
Johnna: Yeah, wow. Um, so you mentioned that you wanted to talk about HIV and AIDS
epidemic. Do you remember where you were first living when the AIDS epidemic started or
when you first started hearing about?
Janet: I was married, at the time. Um, And then I went to work while I was still married, and that
was, that's the job I got where I met Rosemary and left my husband, and the Deaconess had a
huge infectious disease area, and all the very famous people with HIV, um, Mapplethorpe, a lot
of, lot of, were at the Deaconess.
Johnna: Wow.
Janet: So that's when I first, really started understanding about it clinically as well.
Johnna: And, what was the clinical understanding at that time?
Janet: Well, I think that we were one of the first to not have to wear gown and glove and
everything. Although, there was still, you know, there were still precautions with the laundry and
touch and gloves and stuff, but you didn't have to wear a mask, it was, it was much better. And at
that time I decided to become a Eucharistic minister. Now, the priests that were ministering the
Deaconess, the passionists, they're a, an order of priests that are um, pretty rigid about some
things, and I remember I always asked for that 7th floor, which was where all the HIV patients
were, to be the minister there and I remember walking into one room and the young man said, I
asked him if he would like communion and he said, "Oh, the priest told me I can't have it." I said,
"Really? Why?" And he told me that I have to repent my way of life and I said, "I don't think
that's really the message that God and Christ have given us." You know, I think that, this is not a
reward for good behavior, it's food for the journey, so why don't you let me just give you...and he
started to cry, and I thought, "Damn those priests!" You know, really, if you want this person to
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come to grips with things- he was dying! Why couldn't he have it? So I, I, that's what I did for
awhile.
Johnna: Wow.
Janet: And then one of patients, I also was in charge of the discharge planning. I was the
discharge planning nurse for the HIV floor, and most of them that came to the deaconess had
tons of money and private care or they went to the Mission Hill hospice, cause that's, that was a
very active HIV hospice. Um, but there was one young man who, had no family, only friends,
and he wanted to go home to die. Well, it turned out he lived, this was when I had my apartment
at Dorchester, he lives on the next street from me, and he just needed people to stay with him
every night, and he had friends but there were some empty nights. So I said, "I'll do it!" but not
as my role as the discharge planner, this is just Janet the private individual. I couldn't do it as part
of the hospital. And I spent a couple months sleeping at his house two nights a week. And he had
movies, he was a movie buff, and he would show me movies all night long. And it was just, it
was a wonderful journey. I needed to sleep but he needed to show me movies so I let him. Um, it
was really, and then I would go to mass from his house. I would walk to the church and then
home. Um, it, that was a very powerful, I didn't do a lot, but a little, and that was powerful for
me. And very soon it became a chronic disease, especially...I mean people are still dying but,
um, a lot research was going on. Um, Derek [00:37:59.23] was, uh, head of ID and he did a lot of
stuff. So we were doing a lot of experimental things at the deaconess, and it was good.
Johnna: Do you remember what year that was?
Janet: That was in the 70s, early 70s, late- yeah, early 70s? No. Early 80s, late 70s. Late 70s,
Early 80s.
Johnna: Yeah.
Janet: It was after my son was born, yeah.
Johnna: Did most of the people who came in with HIV and AIDS at that point pass away in the
hospital or?
Janet: Many of them did, yeah, or at the hospice.
Johnna: Yeah. And do you remember what the general, um, like how did people who were
working at the hospital feel about people with HIV and AIDS? Was there a lot of stigma around
it, were they not wanting to go near the ward?
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Janet: I think there were, most of the nurses um, especially the ones that worked on the floor
were fine, and were advocated for them, and would yell at other people when they would act
crazy. And the docs were ok. But there were always a few people that were stupid. You know,
but no. I think there...there were some nurses that would say I'd never work on that floor don't
float me there, I'm not going there, cause I have small children at home, I can't...you know, and
they didn't really know what they were talking about. But, um, most people at the hospital were
very good and proud of the fact that we were doing something.
Johnna: Yeah. So you were staying with this young man twice a week at his apartment. Were
you doing any other sort of outside informal care, outside of the hospital?
Janet: No, not really.
Johnna: Yeah
Janet: No, cause, at, no. I didn't have enough time. You know, between my son and running to
maine, I didn't- that was just during the week. Yeah.
Johnna: Yeah. Was there any, um, AIDS activism going on around you that you remember?
Janet: Yes, yes. One of my best friends- I have three friends that I went to grammar school with,
and then high school and two of us went to college together,w e still get together because we're
all Italian, and our families knew each other, so we still- and Richard, it's two other women and
Richard who's a gay man, who was very- a big shot in the AIDS action. Did a lot of fundraising,
did a lot of stuff. So I was always aware of what was going on because of him.. And I, I, when
we moved to Maine we did, we went to some fundraisers and did things but, that's all. That's all I
had time for.
Johnna: Yeah. Is there any specific action or like, rally that stands out to you that was really
impactful?
Janet: No, not really. I remember going to a very wealthy gay man's home in Kennebunkport
who was having um, a fundraiser, and thinking of, all the people that were there and just talking
about people that they knew who died, that was impactful, but no I never really went to any
rallies. Now, pride parades. when ACT [UP] was very strong, and they would, at the parade, they
would lie down on the ground and be dead. That to me was very powerful, because it stopped the
whole parade for a few minutes and I thought, this is, this is good. Um, this is getting the
message across.
Johnna: Yeah. Did you know anyone in your personal life who had been diagnosed?
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Janet: Well that priest that married us had been. And he was very angry that he had it. Um, but
he's still alive today, so. He had the antibody but I don't think he had developed full AIDS, you
know. Um, there were lots of people at Dignity boston whom I didn't really know because they
were already sick and dying and so we would hear all the stories but I didn't really know them.
Johnna: Did the priests in Dignity talk about HIV and AIDS I don't know if it's called a sermonJanet: Homily. Yeah, it would be talked about, yeah. It was, you know, one of those, not to say
that it was a punishment but just a hardship. It's something that, um, hard not to make fun of
those people who told us it's because of the gay people that this existed.
Johnna: Yeah, yeah. There was a lot of misinformation at that time it sounds like.
Janet: There was.
Johnna: Yeah.
Janet: There was. But you know I, I just kept reading to look for, well what's happening, what
are they doing with it? And I think I wasn't impacted as much as other people. You know, I
wasn't one of those women that worked night and day for HIV, I, I did what I could. Um, and I,
being a late comer to the community, too. It was like, happening as I was coming out.
Johnna: Yeah, that makes sense. Um, you mentioned that you wanted to talk abxout the
Cenacle Retreat center. Can you tell me a little bit about that?
Janet: Well, when I was very unhappy in my marriage, I used to go to the cenacle probably once
a year. It's not closed- it's now closed, it used to be right off of the campus of Boston college, it's
closed now. Um, but, I would do retreats, I'd either, either it was an organized retreat or I would
do a private retreat, and I remember the woman that, the nun that I, that was sort of, overseas
eme, I tried to tell her about being a lesbian and she said, don't talk about it. It wasn't like she
wanted to say you can't be one of those, but don't tell me. So, I couldn't really be open there but
only in my quiet prayers, and I remember that there was on retreat that I thought looked good,
and Rosemary and I had become friends by then. She even came on vacation with my husband
and I. I know, very twisted...But we were friends, and I said, there's this great retreat and I know
that she had been born and raised a Catholic and had gone to Catholic school forever, um, but
was no longer going to church, and, because she was a lesbian. And I said to her, you know, it
seems to me that you're missing this in your life, so, there are ways to do it without being a
screaming lesbian in church. Um, but a way to get fed, so I said why don't you come to this
retreat with me and she said, "You want me to go to a retreat?" and I said yes, so, I mean, my
ulterior motive was that we would be staying there overnight, I think, but I also wanted her to get
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back in touch with that, and she um, she came and we were driving to the retreat center, we had
gone out to dinner first and we had to check in and she said "I feel like the whole place is gonna
crumble because I'm gonna walk in there." And, the first, um, session that we had, the hymn it
was a hymn about he calls you by name, and then it would be quiet and the nun had recorded
each of our names, so Rosemary almost died when she heard her name, and she looked around
and the church didn't crumble, and she was hooked. So that got her back on the way, so, the big
joke is I created a monster because now she's a bishop, you know. But, um, that was very
important to me and I went back a couple of more times after that, but then they closed, and by
then I had found Dignity. And I found Dignity by going to the Paulist Center in Boston, which is
a very liberal group of priests and the church was very liberal, and I was bringing my son there,
when he when we would be with me on the weekend, cause it was just a subway ride. Um, and I
met lots of nice people, especially this one man, who ran the choir at, at um, the Paulist Center,
and he, they had a night one night for, they had a group of gay and lesbains tha tmet there and so
I went to those meetings, and one night I did, almost like a twelve step program, stood on the
altar and talked about reconciling my, my um, sexuality with my, my spirituality and it was like
the most freeing thing I had ever done. To stand up in church and say all that, and, um, shortly
after that rick said to me, I 've got a new job, I'm gonna be the head of the choir, at Dignity
Boston,and I think you should come, and you should come because they're having a women's
spirituality day and I think you would really enjoy the people. Well, meanwhile, one of the um,
interns, the pastoral care interns at the Deaconess who I thought was so cute, oh my god I had the
hots for her, and we'd have lunch together every day, she was a member of dignity and she was
the leader of that, so I had said well I have to go now. So that's how I got hooked into Dignity.
With all the women that were so wonderful, um, yeah.
Johnna: Do you have a community of, um, LGBT Catholic people in Portland or no?
Janet: Not in Maine, no. Our church, because we decided that you know we couldn't be gays and
lesbians scratching at the door of the Roman church, but we were just gonna be who we were,
have a community of all mix of people at church, um, there aren't that many, there's a few
lesbians, there aren't any more gay men, there used to be some. Um, and living so close to
Ogunquit, you know we're not, we understand why that hasn't happened yet, we're working on
it.Um, but, no. My community is my church community and there's some lesbians and there's
some straight women and um, I'm on the board directors of SAGE Maine.
Johnna: Oh, ok
Janet: And, that's one of the, my concerns, or my, one of my problems is that I don't have a
community where I live, of GLBT people. So, I mean I can give you names of gays and lesbians
that live in my community but, I don't know.
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Johnna: So do you have to drive into Portland to Drive into SAGE meetings?
Janet: Mmhmm.
Johnna: Yeah.
Janet: I mean, we've had a few functions in York County but, it's not, it's not the same as the rest
of the state. You know, I think the lesbian, the gay and lesbian community in Southern Maine
already has, they used to have things like dances for lesbians at the the holidays, we used to go,
they don't have them anymore because it's like nota big thing, you can go anywhere you want
now, you know you don't have to go to this dance, and I think that's one of the things that's
happening that we're welcome everywhere so it's not....except in church. At my church we are,
but, um, yeah. I don't really. All, all my lesbian friends, close friends, live in Boston still.
Johnna: Do you think that that's a loss for the community, the lack of specific places for gay and
lesbian people?
Janet: I do, I do. I think that, well and especially look at the elderly, there's SAGE, you know I
wish that there was a GLBT group at the, the York County Elder center, and I'd like to do
something there. But I went there a couple of times and it's not a place I think that would be very
welcoming, you know? And they're not doing anything good. They play bingo,and they don't. I
said, "Do you do anything for people? Like, deliver meals or?" No. So, you know, feels like a
big purple hat lady group, you know? So, I suppose I could change that. I'm not sure I have the
energy.
Johnna: Yeah. How did you first get involved with SAGE?
Janet: Frank Brooks is a friend, he and his husband are friends of Rosemary and I. Rosemary had
Mark as a, a teacher at BTS, um, and we went out to their camp up in the mountains um, and,
Frank was talking to me and said "Wouldn't you like to..." He was recruiting me! Well that
wasn't our reason for going but he recruited me and I said sure, I think that might be fun. So
that's how I got involved in SAGE. I had never heard of SAGE before that so, it was a good
thing and I think it brought awareness to people in southern Maine.
Johnna: How long have you been involved with that for?
Janet: Two years. It's going through a lot of changes right now, too so, I'm being patient with
myself. I feel like a failure and I've never felt like a failure before in anything, and I do now.
Johnna: What are the changes that its…
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Janet: Well, the original founder of SAGE, period, in New York moved to Franklin County and
wanted to start SAGE Maine, but he didn't want it to be SAGE Portland, he wanted it to be
Maine, well, that's a big undertaking, and his idea of what it would be is um, drop in centers, sort
of 60s, drop in centers, you know, um, but then again 70 year olds might appreciate that I don't
know. I wouldn't but, um, and then meals, that's his idea, social events and SAGE has gone on to
do more, you know they're doing training for caregivers, um, of GLBT people like going to
nursing homes, helping to desensitize them to who they're taking care of, um, some really good
stuff like that, and um, the executive director is kind of laid back and he's resigned as executive
director and so we're going through a change right now and um, I think that we want to do more.
We need to do more. Cause there's no money, there's nothing. You know, all we can afford is to
have drop in centers, at churches that give us space for, you know, it needs to be more than that,
so I think that's where we're moving to now. It will be. And, you know I started this, there's a
thing about veterans and there was a veteran at one of the nursing homes in Scarborough who
wanted to record her story cause the VA is doing that and so we said we would go up and
interview her, two, two of us, um, and I just enjoyed our hour with this lady so much, she was
such a spitfire,but she was very sick, with COPD, so she didn't have a lot of breath and she
couldn't talk alot, so we finished our first session and we were going backformore and she died,
and I'm really sad about that.
Johnna: Yeah
Janet: Because her story was very, she was bounced out of the air force because she was a
lesbian, she got herself reinstated and what she went through, what she did was wonderful
Johnna: Wow, yeah.
Janet: So, we're working at things. We're getting there.
Johnna: That's a, that's a hard undertaking when you don't have the funds and the staff...
Janet: Right, and we're doing the whole state, and we don't have people everywhere, you know?
We try
Johnna: Well, is there anything that came up for you during the interview that you'd like to talk
about now, or something that I forgot to ask you about?
Janet: I don't think so. I think that I've spread myself too thin, as a, you know when I retried, well
I got laid off from my job just as I was turning 65, and I thoughtJohnna: Where you working?
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Janet: Health Dialogue here in Portland, and I thought, I might as well just...and they gave me 6
months severance, and I thought well if I had stayed until January, which is what I'd planned to
do,a nd just retire, I wouldn't have the 6 months severance, this is a gift. But it didn't feel like a
gift, you know? when you get laid off it feels awful.
Johnna: Yeah.
Janet: So, I decided I needed to be active. And I am on the...I'm the highest ranking member of
our- lay person- in our national church. So that takes a lot of my time and energy. I'm on the
board of SAGE. I'm, I'm the music minister and on all these committees in our local church,and
then I was working at a job, as a cashier at the Rite Aid, when I used to make 35, 50 dollars an
hour and I was making 7.50 an hour, but it was keeping me active, I thought. Well it was killing
me so I quit that job,and I still feel like I'm stretched too thin, and maybe I need to cut back
some. That's one of the, one of the things to be careful about when you retire. You do have a lot
of time, but you also don't have the energy you used to either.
Johnna: Yeah, seems like when you've been so involved in so many things for, it seems like
years and years, it can be hard to just sort of stop?
Janet: Stop. You have to sort of wean yourself. And, and Rosemary still works. And she'll come
home and say, so what did you do today, and I'll say "nothing." And that's not really true, I've
usually done something but it feels like nothing. And she gets so annoyed with me. So, she, she
keeps me going.
Johnna: Yeah. It looks like you brought some stuff?
Janet: well I just brought, I didn't bring any pictures, except there's some on my camera. We got
married on St. Patrick's' Day. The real day, I mean the real marriage, the legal one. And that's
what that is.
Johnna: Was that, when was that? Two years ago that that passed? Gay Marriage?
Janet: Oh, that's another thing I did, I worked on phone campaigns, I was calling people. 13,
2013.
Johnna: Oh, ok.
Janet: So it was four years ago.
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Johnna: Yeah, that's great. So you were working on the marriage equality campaign? What was
that like?
Janet: That was fun. I, and it was good to be in a room full of people that supported you, because
when you got a hard phone call, you can hang up and say "Oh no!" And I remember calling some
woman in the county, way up, and she said "Well, I think everybody should be able to get
married to anybody, but you know I don't like those gays and lesbians, but they should be able
to...I don't like them"
Johnna: Wow.
Janet: Ok, just vote for it. You don't have to like us.
Johnna: Wow.
Janet: It was interesting, the different reactions that you'd get from people
Johnna: Yeah. Do you think that being Catholic you had a different sort of platform to talk to
people if they were saying, “Well, I'm religious, I don't think that gay people should get
married.” Did you say "I'm religious too"?
Janet: Yeah, I did that. And they'd say "Well, the bible says it's wrong" Where in the bible does it
say it's wrong? Cause the bible doesn't say it's wrong. It's how people interpret the bible. And I,
uh, yeah I had a few of those discussions but they didn't go anywhere. People that want to hang
on to their, you know, but at least they knew they were talking to an informed person.
Johnna: Yeah, and when marriage equality passed what was your, what was your feeling? What
was that like for you?
Janet: It was like, it's about time. Cause you know how many times it kept failing. One time we
were in Chicago at Dignity. We had gone to the Dignity service, we were visiting friends in
Chicago and the vote had happened, oh the vote was gonna happen. It was Sunday and it was
gonna be Tuesday and they said everybody pray that it will finally pass in Maine. And it didn't
again! What three times it didn't pass? Ugh! But then when it did it was finally the people's vote
that passed it.
Johnna: Yeah.
Janet: Yeah. Course the people's vote also passed expanding medicaid and the governors not
gonna, so, good thing he wasn't governor then.
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Johnna: Yup. So did you and Rosemary go to City Hall then and get married? Or did you have
anotherJanet: We did at our little church. We, yeah, we went and got out marriage license at City Hall,
but, um, yeah. Did the service at church on Sunday. And nobody knew it was a total surprise.
Um, it was about the woman, the gospel was about the woman being stoned for, and when Jesus
said who hasn't sinned get's the first stone and they all walked away. So Rosemary stood up to do
her homily, or everyone thought, and she said you know in another time Janet and I would
probably be stoned for our relationship, but we are gonna make that not happen, we're getting
married right here right now. And everyone went crazy!
Johnna: Wow!
Janet: It was good. And then the deacon did the service for us. It was nice.
Johnna: Yeah. That's a great story.
Janet: Yeah, it was. It was fun. Um, cause we kept putting it off. And I said, "I'm afraid that, that
this is gonna go away, let's just do it!"
Johnna: Yeah
Janet: So I just, March 17th. And then this is all the correspondence we had with uh...oh what is
this. This was um, asking the woman in Vermont, who was uh,someone who had, she was a JP,
and she had worked on the marriage equality in Vermont,a nd she was doing them at her house
left and right, and we asked her to take care of us.
Johnna; That's great. Where in Vermont as that?
Janet: Oh it's a great place in Vermont. Putney. So we, we did a little shopping.
Johnna: And what year was that? That you got your civil union in Vermont?
Janet: Let's see. She wrote beautiful things in here, that's why I saved them. It was 2000.
Johnna: So we have 2013 you got married, 2000 you had a civil union in Vermont...
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Janet: yeah, and somewhere between 2000 and 2013, there was the civil, um, civil union in, in,
well Portland, it wasn't Maine, it was Portland, and we signed up for that so I could get benefits
at um, at my place of work for Rosemary
Johnna: Oh, ok
Janet: But you know what happened? Rosemary, when she turned 65 a year ahead of me, she
didn't have to buy medicare supplement because, um, she had my insurance, then the next year
when we both had to buy the supplement she got penalized for not buying it. And she'll be
penalized for the rest of her life, that, it's like a 2 percent penalty, because that's the way that, you
can only do it with a spouse and that time it wasn't legal
Johnna: Wow
Janet: With the federal government, I know, that really pissed me off
Johnna: I bet, yeah
Janet: I mean it saved us some money in the long run but...I think that's all I have for the civil
union. A million emails back and forth. I think, yeah.
Johnna: Awesome. Well thank you so much for sharing this story with me.
Janet: Well I don't think it was that exciting but...
Johnna: It was exciting for me.
Janet: Oh, good.
Johnna: Maybe when you tell it over and over it's not as exciting for youJanet: Right, right.

